In our Engineering Communication Skills classrooms we aim to provide a meaningful setting in which students move from the classroom sphere to the professional sphere of writing. In this paper, we report on how we can use community service learning (CSL) 
Description of CSL

Community Service Learning Defined
CSL is a unique form of experiential learning. The underlying difference between CSL opportunities and other experiential approaches to learning is that CSL opportunities benefit both the student and the recipient of the service; a service is provided while at the same time learning is occurring [2] . Furthermore, CSL programs, unlike volunteer programs, must have some type of academic context [3] . The key to CSL is that the learning experiences are wellconnected with the course material in a way that the engagement with the course material aids in more successful and effective comprehension of the content matter being taught [4] .
Benefits of Community Service Learning on Post-Secondary Studies
There is a growing body of literature which documents the benefits of CSL during undergraduate studies [5] [6] [7] . Four benefits discussed here are 1) more effective learning, 2) student engagement and retention, 3) creation of a bridge between university and workplace writing, and 4) development of stronger writing skills.
More effective learning
CSL projects lead to more successful learning, given the belief that learning occurs through coparticipation in a process [8] .
-Experience in and of itself is not educative unless it is ...linked with efforts to move beyond individual experience to consideration of larger social processes‖ [9,p. 78] . Learning is social and happens when communication occurs while working towards a practical goal. [10] .
Student engagement and retention
CSL has been found to lead to increased student engagement, improved academic outcomes and ultimately, to increased rates of retention [11] [5] [4] [12] [13] . There appears to be a correlation between CSL and increased personal and social awareness, and improved student learning outcomes that ultimately engage and retain students in post-secondary institutions [13] . For example, a study of the EPICS program at Purdue University suggested that women in the fields of Science and Engineering are attracted to and more engaged in learning situations in which there are personal interactions, hands-on learning with real applications and authentic contexts [14] .
Creation of a bridge between university and professional writing
Learning to write for and in university is very different from learning to write in the workplace. In the university, students are taught to write. In the workplace, on the other hand, learning to write is incidental, as learners act in a community of practice (COP) [15] to achieve a goal [8] . The genre features are a manifestation of the knowledge which an organization possesses which allows it to function as a group [16] . The genres reflect the routines / habitual practices of the group. As newcomers are socialized into the COP, they acquire the genre of that COP.
Secondly, the social motives of workplace writing and university writing are very different. In the workplace a COP focuses on what people do; the purpose of the communication/ writing is to get the work done. The texts are the tools [8,p.83] , and are a component of how the knowledge of an organization is created, developed, shared [17] . In the university, on the other hand, the main social motive is grading. [8,p.113] .‖ Potential readers are many and often indeterminate, and these readers will have different purposes for reading these texts. In the university, on the other hand, a student text is typically written in isolation, for one reader.
Fourthly, much workplace writing is collaborative. In university, students are used to performing and being judged as individuals, and need to learn that workplace activities and texts depend much more on collaboration.
Therefore, if we want our students to acquire workplace communication skills, they need to be immersed in a workplace setting or scenario which features the -untidy‖ nature of workplace participation [8,p.192] . A CSL project gives students a glimpse into the socially complex nature of professional communication.
Acquisition of better writing skills
CSL results in better writing skills firstly because students are more motivated. Not just grades are at stake; there are real consequences involved. Students reported that through working on CSL writing projects they were able to see how to apply their writing skills to real life, and that they therefore felt they had a valid and meaningful reason for doing their assignments. Secondly, students are forced to be more sensitive to the needs of their audience [19] . 
CSL Project in IMD3003
IMD3003 students were asked to produce short documentary films about organizations which are supported by and/or are members of Transition Ottawa 1 . The purpose of the films was to publicize to youth the messages and activities of the organizations.
CSL Project in CCDP2100
Sustainable Living Ottawa East (SLOE) 2 requested that students conduct electricity audits for homeowners in their community and provide recommendations on how these residents could reduce their electricity use.
Benefits of CSL Projects in Engineering Communication Courses
Improved writing skills
In both courses, students were required to write documents for a variety of audiences: the Transition Ottawa representative, the homeowners, organizations being featured in the students' films, and the course instructor. Students had to carefully consider their readers' needs and level of knowledge, which affected the resultant content, style 1 Transition Ottawa is a non-profit organization that has a goal of creating a sustainable and supportive city [21] [22].
2 SLOE is a community organization which works towards developing a greener community with projects such as home electricity audits [23] [24] . and tone of their documents. Success depended on a student's ability to 1. accurately assess these elements in the writing context, and 2. respond accordingly in their documents.
Students came to realize, from necessity, that they needed to adapt their writing content and style depending on the audience.
Benefits noted by students
According to our students, working with a client was a positive real-life experience which helped prepare them for their future careers. Given the challenges that course instructors and students faced with our CSL projects, the following recommendations should help improve the effectiveness of such projects.
1) There needs to be a clear understanding of the relevance of the final product to the objectives of the course. Some students struggle to see the relevance of the work they put into producing a final product for their community partner. It needs to be made very clear to students that a successful final product depends on the effectiveness of their communication throughout the project.
2) Students need to be prepared for working with communitybased clients. The importance of a professional and respectful student-client relationship needs to be emphasized at the outset of the project.
3) There needs to be sufficient contact between students and clients throughout the term. Students need to be involved enough with the community partner (client) to feel they can -observe and participate in the practice of a community‖ [8, p.30] . Clients need to be willing to invest adequate time in guiding students throughout the project.
Course instructors should ensure that the client responds to students' emails with constructive feedback. Teams who did not receive enough feedback and wondered about the quality of their assignments, were uncertain, unhappy and indifferent with respect to the quality of the final product. These teams perceived the lack of constructive feedback as lack of support from the client. Such perceptions had a negative impact on their views of the entire course and the relevance of the communitybased project to the course objectives. In the case of IMD3003, the lack of constructive feedback from the client resulted in lack of effective communication between student teams and the client, and, therefore, inability to practice communication skills as expected in a communications skills course.
4)
There needs to be sufficient incentive for students to produce quality work for the client. The films produced by the IMD3003 students were worth only 5%, to encourage them to focus more on the accompanying written documents; however, students pointed out the following problem with this grade weightage. The product should be worth enough to award students for the skills that they bring to the project. We suggest requiring students to produce a less time consuming final product so that they would have enough time to produce an end-product that they could use as a portfolio piece. 6)Students need to reflect on the process they are experiencing in the CSL project. It is important that what students are learning about the acquisition of new genres is transferable to another setting, another project. It will more likely be transferable if students have articulated their experiences at an explicit level.
7)Evaluators
and evaluation criteria for project documents must be established, and made clear to students.
